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A Day at the Beach:
What an Afternoon at Lake Michigan Taught
Me About 911 and Hurricane Katrina
BY SCOTT PETERSON

N

ewspapers are not for reading at the beach. Even in a soft, warm breeze such as this, they catch the
wind like a sail, ripple and tatter and try to escape, picking up handfuls of sand in the folds and dumping them in your lap as you wrestle them open to read.

No one should be reading a newspaper on a day like
this, anyway. This is, after all, September 11 th , the
anniversary of the fall of the Twin Towers and only
a couple of weeks after Hurricane Katrina shredded
the illusions of our culture. The newspapers are full
of stories and features and images that haunt the
mind, peel the skin off our feelings, and rattle and
shake our perception of the new world we live in. It
is the end of summer, one of the last few warm days
left before the fireworks of fall, and before we slip
into the silver and gray of winter. This is a day for
seeing and savoring and experiencing, not reading or
watching TV.
And there's definitely a lot for the five senses to
absorb. The breeze is warm and full of the smell of
water and fish and boats. The sky is clear blue, but
the sunlight that reaches the beach is soft, filtered
by the precipitation that hangs above the water. The
mists shroud the boats on the lake, turning them
into ghost ships with only the masts poking above
the haze. Boats ranging from one engine outboards
with a couple of fishing pools sticking out the back
to triple decker luxury ships worth more than all my
earthly assets combined, to 100 foot schooners with
crews of seasoned sailors and three masts poking
high into the air churn up and down the channel at a
leisurely pace.
The beaches are sparsely populated one week past
Labor Day but are still active enough to be interesting. The warm bubble of air that has hung over

the upper Midwest all summer is still in place, and
temperatures well above average are predicted to
hold for at least another week or two. Swimsuits
abound, and bodies are still baked brown or toasted
red by the heat. No faded, pale suntans here two
weeks after the start of school.
The ambience of the beach is different on a day
like this as well. The atmosphere is less intense
than peak summer. People stroll along the beach or
quietly toss footballs and frisbees back and forth or
fly kites in the open spaces between beach blankets.
Things float rather than whiz through the air. The
meat market feel of high summer is gone, too. No
party-hardy college students, no high velocity volleyball games, no preening youth or macho men. People
feel they have been given something extra, maybe
something they don't deserve or haven't earned
but feel appreciative of anyway. People seem to be
soaking all this up, storing it away so they can take
it out later in the gray cold of winter to warm their
souls. You can almost hear the sighs as people look
out at the brown fields of February and say, "Do you
remember that Sunday last September? Boy, that
. .... "
was nice
I'm not exactly sure of the value of days like this in
a post-9ll and Hurricane Katrina world. Maybe they
serve as a temporary diversion from what's in our
newspapers and the incomprehensible images that
flit across our television screens. Perhaps they take
us away from all this and allow us to escape for a

Scott Peterson just retired, after 34 years,
from Mattawan Schools. He currently teaches
for Western Michigan University and is an
educational consultant.
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moment in the pleasures of our five senses. Maybe
they play the same role as the musicians who fiddled
away while Rome went down in flames. Perhaps they
have no value at all beyond a brief instant where the
color and light and air fuse together to form something perfect before dissolving back to the reality of
the world we live in.
Then again, maybe there is value to days like this.
Perhaps 911 and Katrina and the endless string of
suicide bombers being produced around the world
make us realize that the world isn't what it used to
be, that it is far more fragile than we ever imagined.
A day like this can't be guaranteed and might not be

available in the future. This knowledge, of course,
colors everything with a tinge of sadness, but also
brings with it the awareness that we must trod
carefully through the present if we want to preserve
our future. The real lesson from 911 and Katrina
just may be that nothing in our world can be taken
for granted, not even a nice little stroll along Lake
Michigan in the late summer. We had better work
hard and act wisely if we hope to take advantage of
this one last opportunity to put our humpty-dumpty
world back together again. If that is indeed what
we learn from these last lazy days of summer, then
there's hope for us yet.

KATRINA: Getting Out and Going Back
BY TONI WALTERS

Prelude
Prior to Katrina and for weeks afterwards, like many others, I was glued to the television whenever possible,
watching the events in New Orleans and the Gulf Coast. My family's roots are in those areas. When invited to
share reflections for the Michigan Reading Journal, a year following Katrina, many thoughts flooded my head
and heart. I did not have a report about literacy practices, assessment, literature, pedagogy, or donations to
schools in the impacted areas. However, I do have a nonfiction story that evolves around my Aunt Belle, who
evacuated her New Orleans home, August 28, 2005. It is up front and personal. All events and locations are
real, as are the names Tony, Toni, Wendy, and Stella Jones. The remaining names are pseudonyms.

You must get out!
August 28, 2005 (As remembered)
"Pack that small suitcase you keep beside the brass
bed. Put all your important papers: insurance policies, medical cards, bankbooks, money and your
passport into the bag with a few clothes. You need to
get out! Mayor Nagin [of New Orleans] has said, 'A
mandatory evacuation is in effect.' You do whatever
Cousin Tony 1 says. Listen to him." Those were my
comments to Aunt Belle August 28, 2005, from the
phone in my mom's kitchen in Troy, Michigan.

"It's a beautiful sunny day and I'm not going anywhere. I've never left during a hurricane, and I'm
not leaving now. Leon2 tried to get me to go to the
country yesterday when he and his family left for
Alexandria. Maye and her family also wanted me
to go with them to Houston. But, I'm staying in my
house like I've always done."
"Aunt Belle, this is different you've got to go this
time. Go with Tony. Get out!"
1

Tony and Toni are cousins.
Leon is Aunt Belle's nephew and Elvira is his
wife.
2

Toni Walters is a professor of reading at
Oakland University.
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Fifteen minutes later, Tony called me. "I don't know
what you said to Aunt Belle, but she's packed her
bag. We've got some food in a cooler and water and
we're going to try to get to my dad's sister's Aunt
Betty's place in Atlanta. I'll deal with not returning
the rental car at the airport, wherever and whenever
I turn it in. I've put your cell number in my phone
and we'll stay in touch." And we did throughout that
day and night with frequent brief updates, yet conscious of preserving the charge on his phone battery.

New Orleans 4 1/2 months after
Katrina
January13,2006(Journalentry)

Since that day

It's been a long day with Wendy [my daughter} flying
from Providence connecting with us in Detroit and
onto Memphis and then into New Orleans. Flying
over Lake Pontrachain, the 24 mile bridge was visible
and undamaged. A safe estimate would be approximately twenty-five percent of the roofs on homes had
blue tarps easily visible on the landing approach into
Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport.
The Air Force's Patriot Wing, a huge carrier, was
parked near the passengers' jetways, though in general, many were empty, indicative of minimal traffic
at this typically busy airport. Inside the terminal,
restaurants always exuding inviting aromas and
packed with travelers during my many previous visits
were closed and appeared to have been that way for
some time. Stores, though I can't say which ones other
than a candy souvenir shop that I've made purchases
during other visits were not operating. Interestingly
enough, while walking from the gate to the luggage
claim, I couldn't help but notice that the tile floors
while, clean and buffed had stress marks that seemed
beyond that of the trafficking of airport pedestrians.
During the horrors of Katrina this airport became a
hospital, a triage center, hotel, way station for folks
who were airlifted out of harm's way from flood
drowning zones, and the morgue for those who died
and were soon to die. Most likely many stress marks
etched into the floors represent events that impacted
the many victims who suffered from the floods created
by the compromised levies and the storm.

Since that day, Aunt Belle has repeatedly said, "Toni
said, 'you've got to get out' and I'm glad I listened. I
hadn't listened to others, but I did and I went with
Tony. I would have been floating around in that
water and probably wouldn't be alive." She remains
hopeful that she'll return to New Orleans and restore
her home resuming the way of life that she knew
quite well. Four and a half months after Katrina, at
her request, I took Aunt Belle to see her home and
city. Excerpts from my journal best capture some of
the essence of that visit. By that time I had logged
many hours watching CNN, network news, MSNBC,
and logging into the internet, yet seeing the city and

We arrived at Hertz only to find subtle, almost annoying delays for a car. Vehicles were being returned at
a slower rate than needed by new customers this day.
The agent shared that he lived in St. Charles Parish
and his insurance company-Allstate-thought his
roof only needed patching rather than replacement.
"So much for you 're in good hands," was his gentle
statement. Once with car, we headed into the city.
The canal along I-10 was higher than normal with
some seemingly minor evidence of storm damage-ragged signs, siding torn away from homes,
holes in shingles, and more blue tarps. The viaduct
areas around the Clearview Parkway and Airline

Cousin Tony who lives in Allentown, Pennsylvania,
was in New Orleans to attend his Viet Nam buddy's
mother's funeral on the previous day and he was
staying with Aunt Belle. As a telephone lineman he
had witnessed the devastation of Hurricane Andrew
in Florida during his restoration assignment there
for 3 months following that disaster.
Exiting New Orleans and driving the inbound
roads-outbound-with thousands of others who
were able to flee the city, Tony and Aunt Belle,
tired and weary, reached Atlanta in about 17 hours,
stopping only for gas and two unsuccessful attempts
to get a hotel.

The levees broke
The aftermath of Katrina's wrath on the entire
region and the flooding of 80 percent of one of the
country's oldest cities because the failed levee system
could not hold back the waters of Lake Pontrachain
are now well known. After a few days in Atlanta with
Betty and her family's good care, it became clear
that it would be some time before Aunt Belle could
return home. Instead she flew to Michigan and has
resided with her sister, my mother. Tony flew home
to Allentown.
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Highway served as reminders of places that became
temporary homeless places for many during the flood
aftermath. I recognized those areas when they were
on the CNN and network news stations during the
flood period and was reminded when passing them
today. We worked our way to South Claiborne past
the Superdome, to Martin Luther King onto South
Galvez. Deserted homes to the left, all boarded; the
housing projects to the right, with, now, all units
boarded. Absolutely no sign of residents or life amidst
heavy debris, glass, downed (non live) wires, excessive
tree branches, unkempt uncontrollable new grass and
weeds. Homes with no people or nuances that people
had returned nor were there signs that they would.
Leon and Elvira came shortly after we arrived and
we entered Aunt Belle's home, that looked "normaler"
than all others on the block today, just as it did
during better times. The brick front and red painted
concrete porch seemed to weather the worst of the
hurricane and flood. When the front door opened,
the darkness and toppled grime covered stained
furniture, dirty watermarked walls and draperies
in the living room, didn't welcome Aunt Belle home.
The couch had floated away from the wall with Elmo
(her little Sesame Street man) and a small teddy
bear still sitting on the couch looking clean amidst
the dirt; the little guys appeared to never have soaked
up any water during the more than two weeks that it
occupied the home. The wing chairs had taken short
flights to only lay face down. The antique coffee and
end tables were in pieces. Mold remained on one wall.
The second bedroom's topsy-turvy dresser's veneer
was all over its nearby floor; the cedar chifforobe
peeled 1930s inlaid veneer from the bottom up; the
brass bed within its regular space collapsed on one
side of its soggy mattress. The place mats on the
kitchen were eerily undisturbed, though the table had
floated away from its place against the wall, while
the chairs rested on sides or backs scattered around
the kitchen. The refrigerator was in the middle of the
room, while the stove remained in its place with the
teakettle holding its space. The calendar with curled
edges of August 2005 hung on the wall. The rooms
remained dark due to the dusk time of day and no
electricity. The bathroom tub, commode and sink had
mud and silt, yet the blue mirrors remained on the
wall untouched. In Aunt Belle's bedroom the rafters
showed the missing ceiling and damaged roof. This
typically crowded room was a mess with the chair
hoisted between the twin beds where it always stood.

FALL
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It seems like the dresser mirror from the left corner
of the room was now against the wall on the end side
of the room. The alley aside the house was filled with
leaves and branches as we made our way to the back
of the house. The backyard grass was high; water
marks at about four feet on the exterior walls were
clear reminders of what had happened a few months
back. Leon managed to open the laundry room shed,
in spite of the doorknob breaking off and the brooms
and few items stored there now occupied the floor.
Again the watermarks on the stacked washer and
dryer signaled the invasion of the floodwaters. Sitting
on its side across the yard, was the new central air
conditioning unit purchased only a couple of months
before the storm.
A lifetime of a household with little, if anything, that
can be saved. It happened to EVERYONE in the flood
areas.
We went to Leon and Elvira's FEMA trailer, parked
on their lawn. They too, lost EVERYTHING. Their
home has been gutted and they are awaiting licensed
electricians whose work must precede that of other
contractors.
Fortunately we had guaranteed reservations. We
checked into Pere Marquette Hotel, on Common
Street, off of Canal Street where we will stay for
the next three days. No restaurant services were
available. Twenty-three feet of water damaged the
restaurants, kitchens and first floor. No food was
available here, so we took a short walk to Mike's, a
smoked filled pub with nice people. When the waitress
found out Wendy and I had brought Aunt Belle to see
her home, she insisted that we have a drink on her,
which we did. We took food back to the hotel. It's been
an exhausting day.

From the local TV evening news
•

The failure of New Orleans' levee is impacting the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
treatment of future levees relative to upkeep
and construction. There is a feasibility of
construction to hurricane category level five
protection.

•

Thirty-six thousand New Orleanians are
awaiting FEMA trailers; less then 2,000 have
them.

•

Possibly 20,000 homes are targeted for
demolition in zip code areas: 70117-Ninth
Ward; 70126-Gentilly; and 70125.
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Januaryl4,2006(Journalentry)
This morning before 9 a.m., I walked Canal and
Bourbon Streets. The police presence was evident
every few hundred feet along the center trolley section and while Canal Street has a somewhat normal
appearance, many buildings remain boarded and
there is much construction restoring storefronts. It's
amazing that one storefront may have no evidence of
Katrina's damage and another next to it is undergoing a radical reconstruction or remains boarded. Cafe
Beignet on Bourbon Street was open for carry out
yogurt and beignets.
Aunt Belle went to Baton Rouge with Maye and
Charles3 so Wendy and I spent the early afternoon
first at Stella Jones Gallery, then walking about
the French Quarter, Jackson Square, and along the
Mississippi River near Jackson Brewery and Canal
Place. The French Quarter was filled with tourist
and the activities were typically crude and boisterous
reflective of what many tourist bring to that area
during the day and night. The tempo throughout the
Quarter seemed oblivious of the devastation that is
draining the energy from this historical city.
For at least an hour and a half we talked with Stella
Jones and her husband. They live in the Ninth Ward
and she made it clear there are many professional
families-middle class families-who live in the
area, are returning home to rebuild as she and her
husband have. She proudly spoke of the Black New
Orleanians who are not being interviewed by the
news networks. Rather, the media has focused on the
poor and those without home ownership. She spoke
of the racist attempts to exclude Black people from
the planning and decision-making. She talked about
sharing living quarters in Texas with three other
evacuee couples while waiting the time they could
return to New Orleans. She then spoke about coming
home to the compounded damage of mold and toxic
levels in houses; the military occupation; the loss of
entire home contents. She spoke about a baby grand
piano in her living room that had moved many feet
from its original location because of the flood and
when they returned home the piano was in pieces,
keys on the floor and a snake was crawling among
3

Charles Thibbideaux is Aunt Belle's godchild
and his wife, Maye, and their children Charles
Jr., Cheryl, and Bruce are "family" to Aunt
Belle.
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the keys. While the damage to their home was on
the lower level, because of the block-outs controlled
by the military, and no access to the properties for
many days, the mold invaded the second story of
their home. Yet, she managed to save many originals
and limited edition prints that were stored in the
upper levels of her home. Originals by Faith Ringgold, Malois Jones, Elizabeth Catlett and Benny
Andrews, among others were saved, though she
knew that neighbors had pieces that were ruined in
their home collections and such works went to the
dumpsters. Stella Jones spoke of missed birthday and
anniversary celebrations because of the demands of
reclaiming the home and the business. The gallery
was virtually spared from the storm and flood, and
because of its downtown St. Charles Street address it
was kept secure and the insurance company readily
found her while she sought refuge out of New Orleans
when the levees broke. She spoke of the orderly exodus
from the city late Saturday night and early Sunday
morning [August 27 and 28] and how the westbound
flow was directed to Tennessee and the eastbound
lanes that also became outbound ones were directed
to Texas. She indicated that so many people had
left, that it was surprising to find out after the levees
broke, that so many had remained. Community spirit
was returning and she was hoping that people across
the nation would become contributors to rebuilding
New Orleans' neighborhoods. Small donations from
many could make a difference. She vowed to be in
touch for support.
Late this afternoon we drove "out east" to the Crowder
Exit off of l-10. A whole community-block after
block-after block-of homes have lost the residents.
Some houses are gutted; others have mounds of debris
awaiting trash pickup. Entire households of family
furnishings, clothing, toys, bikes, televisions, lawn
mowers, and grills, along with many unrecognizable
items occupy the spaces in front of homes. The glass
on the street, the porter johns at street corners and
intersections, newer abandoned cars that are yet
to be removed hold so many stories that many will
never understand. The blue roofs were all along the
expressway. I think today's estimate exceeded the
conservative 25 percent mentioned as a result of the
fly over coming into the city yesterday. Maye and
Charles Thibbideaux live in this once community of
middle class Black families where the children played
on the sidewalks, and neighbors chatted with each
other up and down the block, tended to their lawns,

MICHIGAN READING JoURNAL

HURRICANE KATRINA

and so many looked out for each other because that
was the community spirit. Those vivid memories were
clearly just that, as we passed each home now minus
the victims of the flood of 2005. It was a happy place
to visit in another time and now isolated abandonment tells the story because these once homes are now
uninhabitable dwellings.
Driving down Canal Street out to the Cemeteries'
Drive area to the Holt Cemetery for African American's dating back to enslavement, where Grandma
Susie is buried, revealed block after block of debris
along the curbsides. Nonworking traffic lights guided
the drivers' use of an honorary four-way stop system.
Mandina's, a moderate price restaurant with good
New Orleans food, where I often get a great shrimp
Po Boy, was closed and obviously damaged. We
entered Holt Cemetery through Delgado Community
College, which is customary since the cemetery was
officially closed some years ago. The area was more
overgrown than it was a few years ago when I was
last there. Because of downed power wires we parked
at the edge; I stayed with the car and Wendy entered
the cemetery. She seemed to be taking pictures of
several headstones. While it's difficult to locate
specific sites, we know many family members are also
buried there dating back to my great grandparents,
Uncle Willie [Grandma Susie's brother} who was
killed during WW I in 1919, Grandma, and my great
Aunt Sarah. Wendy remarked that I should tell her
grandmother and Aunt Belle that "All our folks were
still in their place. They were not disturbed by the
flood." We both certainly needed that bit of levity.
We got back on 1-10 and once again headed to the
South Claiborne exit. All the services in this area, just
blocks from Aunt Belle's South Galvez Street home
remained abandoned. Blocks and blocks of debris,
homes falling down, or standing with such severe
damage that much will need to be done for them to
ever be livable, if that is at all possible. Louisiana
Avenue also had much debris and damage, though
once crossing.
St. Charles and onto Magazine, that part of the city
was unscathed by the flood and looks fine. There was
much activity with pedestrian and car traffic. Gentrification is apparent because many Whites are now
living in this area that have long been mostly Black
neighborhoods. On Constantinople off of Magazine,
at Bea Brown's home, is where we met up with Aunt
Belle, Maye and Charles Thibbideaux, and Thelma
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Thibbideaux1, who had come back with them from
Baton Rouge. Eventually the Thibbideaux children,
Cheryl, Bruce, and Charles Jr., all grown, arrived to
see Aunt Belle for a wonderful reunion of "The Gang."
A heap of boiled shrimp with heads and fried turkey
wings was a welcome repast of this fellowship gathering. Everyone was in such good spirits in spite of the
hardships and burdens that have been the course of
action the past few months.
Bea Brown's5 (who is 79 years old) story about living through the night of Katrina with her son, and
almost a week of sipping cranberry juice till the
bottle was empty; wading and almost drowning as
the lake waters rapidly flooded the city; she and her
son sleeping in shifts so that one of them was always
awake to keep an eye on the rising flood waters in
the house; being rescued by boat, then taken to the
Convention Center; being airlifted to the clearing on
the expressway; then bussed to the airport; then being
put on the plane not knowing where she was being
taken and ending up in El Paso; finding Maye, or
Maye finding her; remembering attempts at personal
hygiene because a change and bath were impossible
... brought tears to her eyes. The Brown family lost
a cousin in the flood. The funeral was just days ago,
because the remains were finally identified.

January 15, 2006 (Journal entry)
We went to Aunt Belle's home this morning by
way of St. Charles and Louisiana Avenue over to
Washington to South Galvez entering from the west
this time. Louisiana north of Baronne is devastation
following devastation. At Lee Circle people from
Mexico and Latin America gather today as they now
do, each morning to look for a day's work. According
to a recent report by CNN the Latino population has
increased from 3-4 percent four months ago to over
40 percent of the city's population, at this time. The
remnants of those not hired this day remain around
the fringe areas. Along Louisiana and Washington
Avenues, piles of debris once home furnishings and
personal belongings were piled high on the curbside.
The houses that were falling down continue to fall
4

Velma Thibbideaux is Charles Sr.'s mother
and she and Aunt Belle have been friends since
they were very young children.
5

Bea Brown is Maye's mother and Aunt Belle's
good friend.
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down. Those that were standing are severely damaged awaiting people to return to empty and or
rebuild.
Again Leon met us in front of Aunt Belle's. With
mask, rubber gloves and shoe covers we entered the
house as we had on Friday. With more daylight available, it became evident room by room that everything
in the house, up to at least four feet, had been in the
water and the mold was evident on the sheet rock
walls. The brass bed frame can be salvaged, and a
few other items: statuettes Uncle Joe brought her
from California during the 1950s, a few Christmas
figurines, the teakettle, the blue dress she wore to her
great niece's wedding, a scarf, the doorstop of two
ceramic bears from Grandma Susie, though it has
some mold that we can probably remove with either
Clorox or TSP, a small china jewelry box, her brother
Rob's picture, a small gold framed mirror, Elmo and
the small teddy bear. Not much more seemed salvageable. The contents of an entire adult lifetime home
are now a few remaining possessions because all else
is ruined. All interior contents will need to be cleared
away to the dumping ground. We did not enter the
attached rental unit. The door remained jammed
and I shudder to think the tenant may have met her
demise there. I suggested to Leon, and he agreed
that it might be best to let the crew that is going to
clear out and gut the house to enter for the first time.
(Later we learned she was not there.)
There was not much more we could do at the house
this day. Aunt Belle is a strong lady. I can't imagine
the steam of memories she must have been having
while going through the house. She didn't say much
as she hung in there trying to see what little she could
possibly keep.
We drove to Metairie to get something to eat. It was
strange to have to travel so far to find an open restaurant, because finding food and good food at that, was
never a task in this city known for its culinary art. We
drove about other parts of the city trying to further
grasp the magnitude, of it all, though it soon became
evident Aunt Belle was exhausted and we each needed
a shower, so we returned to the hotel.

January 16, 2006 (Journal entry)
This morning when checking out of the hotel, I
inquired about the schools. Only two elementary
schools, one parochial and a charter school, were
operating. The public schools, the vast majority that
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had grossly deteriorating infrastructures prior to
Katrina, had sustained severe fiood damage. The
hotel continued to be the home of many first responders particularly police and firefighters, as well as
the hotel personnel, all who were presently homeless.
Wendy's fiight connections to Providence were a few
hours earlier than our Detroit fiight, so after dropping her at the airport, Aunt Belle and I set out to
again find a meal. Amazingly, so many businesses
outside the city near the airport remained boardedup and once again finding food became a challenge
until we located a Shoney's. Aunt Belle spoke much
about her city and how it would be a long time before
the city would come back. By evening we returned to
Detroit. Exhausted.

January 19, 2005 (Excerpt from an
email response to a friend's inquiry)
The short version is New Orleans is hemorrhaging. So many homes and lives forever changed. I've
watched hours-upon-hours of news, footage and
interviews through and since Katrina, the fiood and
aftermath of Rita. Nothing-could be compared to
walking into homes and communities almost five
months later. We've arranged to have my aunt's home
cleared of all the destroyed belongings, then gut the
interior and have the roof replaced as it caved-in on
the back room of the house. After that we'll need to see
what is going to happen to her neighborhood. Currently no services exist within many blocks of her and
there is extensive damage and debris. The city has
posted notices about monitoring the return and cleanup by the people who lived in the areas. Presently
much is uncertain. My Aunt Belle will remain with
Mom until she has a place to live in New Orleans.

Epilogue: a year later
Aunt Belle represents the resiliency of an elder. It's
amazing how she gathered her important papers in
record time to evacuate. Her preplanned organization and incredible human spirit have made it
possible for her to deal with tentative relocation
relative to banking, medical care, identity verification, property ownership, and a Midwestern northern
way of life. I wonder how many people I know who
could have been able to collect their essential papers
so timely and efficiently? She is 90 years old, in
good physical and mental health, clearly still able
to function on her own, and she anticipates returning to New Orleans to her restored home, her way
of socialization, and a lifestyle that has served her
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well for many decades. Leon and Elvira remain in
the FEMA trailer on their front lawn while working with contractors and vendors to rebuild and
refurnish their home. Many of their neighbors are
doing the same. Leon also assumed the responsibility
for initiating the work thus far and future work on
Aunt Belle's home. He and Elvira plan for her to be
with them once their home is habitable and there
are no longer threats from the storms of 2006. Maye
Thibbideaux, a New Orleans' teacher and special
instructor at Xavier University, has been a full time
visiting faculty member at a Houston University.
Charles Thibbideaux Sr. continues to serve in the
Merchant Marine and remains on call for duty from
ports either in Houston or New Orleans. The younger
Charles Thibbideaux remains with law enforcement
in Louisiana. Cheryl Thibbideaux, who was a Dillard
University fourth-year nursing student a year ago, is
completing her studies at a Houston nursing college.
Bruce Thibbideaux who had began his freshman
year at Xavier University was admitted to a Houston
university immediately following the events of
Katrina, and he will continue his studies there, this
year. The Thibbideaux home is approximately 15
years old and is located in an area that remains "on
hold" by city ordinance relative to reconstruction; the
mortgage payments continue. Bea Brown recently
celebrated her 80 th birthday and her New Orleans
home is located among that 20 percent unaffected by
the failed levees; it will most likely remain a gathering place for family ap.d friends as they make their

way back to the city. Thelma Thibbideaux who will
soon be 90 has lived with her relocated children in
either Baton Rouge or Houston, and she too dreams
of returning to her restored New Orleans home and
independent way of life. All of these people represent
lifelines to New Orleans, and while I'm not a New
Orleanian, my mother's family history with the city
dates back to enslavement and through the 13 th , 14th ,
and 15 th United States Constitutional Amendments
as well as the century and decades following, thus,
my indelible connections to the city and its people.
The above stories have complex interconnections and
lifeline attributes that were possible via the power of
technology through: the internet, e-mail, cell phones,
electronic fund transfers, MSNBC's Houston Convention Center computer access terminals, and other
various tracking sites, the Red Cross links for locating and reconnecting family and friends and providing meals to many in affected Gulf Coast areas, and
transmission of the positives and negatives of dealing with FEMA, insurance companies, and health
care providers; these multifaceted connections are
implied rather than explicit in the above accounts.
The magnitude of human stories and conditions
revealed by the events of Katrina and this nation's
response to all: then-now-in the future-will
continue to validate humane connections and disconnections structuring the rhetoric and actions of our
nation' politicians and other citizens.
Lastly, this article is dedicated to cousin Tony
Blanks who saved our Aunt Belle.

Illustrator Jennifer Van Eyck is an English
teacher in the Flushing Community Schools.
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